Symptoms of illness
There are two forms of foodborne illness caused by Bacillus cereus. The first type causes watery diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and pain. The symptoms can begin 6 to 15 hours after eating contaminated food. The second type of illness is called the emetic form. This type is characterized by nausea and vomiting that begins ½ hour to 6 hours after eating the contaminated food. Both types of the foodborne illness last about 24 hours, and most people recover without medical treatment.
Public health consequences
The exact number of Bacillus cereus cases that occur each year is hard to determine because many people attribute their illness to a virus or flu. The local Health Department and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) cannot record the number of cases accurately unless the ill person seeks medical care, which is unusual in mild cases. The CDC has calculated an estimate of the number of cases of Bacillus cereus based on corrections for underreporting, misdiagnosis, and the number of cases that are not caused by contaminated food. The CDC estimates that there are over 63,000 cases of Bacillus cereus illness each year in this country, and that 100% of the cases are caused by eating contaminated food. About 20 cases will be severe enough to require hospitalization; fortunately no deaths are predicted to result from this mild foodborne illness.
